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SUSAN TOWER HOLLIS

Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut
The sky goddess Nut of ancient Egypt, an anomaly among sky deities, fills her cosmic role as mother of the stars and the sun, giving birth to the sun daily, and acts as mortuary goddess through the deceased king's identification with the sun, assuring his rebirth in the next world. Her mythological significance as Mother goddess and mortuary goddess may be reflected in the important role taken by women in the life of ancient Egypt.
DIODORUS SICULUS, writing about Egypt in the 1st century B.C., suggested that the dominant position of women he observed in that ancient culture resulted from "the success attained by (the goddess) Isis . . . (who) avenged the murder of her husband and reigned all her days over the land with complete respect for the laws, and . . . became the cause of more and greater blessings to all men than any other" (Book I, 27, 1). Earlier, Herodotus, writing in the 5th century B.C., though making no reference to a deity, noted that the Egyptians "made all their customs and laws of a kind contrary for the most part to those of all other men. Among them, the women buy and sell, the men abide at home and weave; . . . Men carry burdens on their heads, women on their shoulders" (Book II, 35). In addressing the issue of the relationship of the goddesses of a culture to the status of women, ideally one should look at all the female deities who fill cosmogonic roles and/or act as mother goddesses and consider each of them within the context of the culture's history (in the case of Egypt, this history extends over three millennia). One should also examine the actual status of all women, not simply the privileged, and trace their status through the course of history. Clearly the task extends beyond the possible in a short article.
The Functions of Nut
As a first step, I will look at Nut, the cosmogonic sky goddess of Egypt, present in the earliest texts. She is an anomaly in the world of mythology, for, as is well known, sky deities are almost universally male. Eliade explained the Egyptian situation as "a chance of grammar" (Eliade 1958 (Eliade :242, 1975 . Such is not the case, however, despite the fact that in the language of the an-cient Egyptians, the word for earth is masculine and that for sky is feminine (cf. Hornung 1982:68). The usual Egyptian word for sky is pt, and although at times the two words, pt and the goddess's name nwt, may appear to be interchangeable (Erman and Grapow 1982, Vol. 1:491, 498; Vol. 11:214, 215), in fact, they generally are not. Nut appears in an organic activity, namely bearing the gods, not as the static, lifeless, heavenly roof of the world structure, which is the usual portrayal of the sky (Kurth 1981: cols. 535 and 538, notes 6 and 7). Indeed, she is named "the one who bears the gods" (deBuck VII: 120 e). Thus one needs to look at Nut as more than simply a personification of the sky. approaches, it is necessary to ask how to define the position of women legally, politically, economically, sexually, and socially. This question cannot be properly considered in an article of this length. I will, however, consider why the general notion exists that Egyptian women were more greatly respected and had a higher status than women in other ancient civilizations. I do so with caution, recognizing that there has been almost no study of women in this culture. He suggests the need to please her; in return, she will provide him with richness. Then Ptahhotep continues:
Among the most famous of the royal women is
Do not contend with her in court, Keep her from power, restrain herHer eye is her storm when she gazesThus will you make her stay in your house. [Lichtheim 1973:69] These last lines might seem derogatory to women: do not let her have power, for she may hurt you. With knowledge of the fact that in ancient Egypt a woman could go to court in her own right, one sees that in this text the father is advising the son to keep his wife happy and peaceful so he will be able to keep her as his wife and she will not leave him.
In another instructional text, this time from the New Kingdom, Any advises his son to care for and support his mother, the person who cared for and nourished him when he was an infant and incontinent (Lichtheim 1976:141 It is joy when your hand is with her. [Lichtheim 1976:143] In another section of the same teaching, Any counsels his son to marry at an early age so the number of progeny will be great (Lichtheim 1976:136) . Each of these counsels, as in the case of the title, "king's mother," is presented in terms of the man's needs and pleasures, not those of the woman, even though in them she is respected. Considering that the texts from this culture, as from nearly all cultures until recently, were written by men, one expects concern for the man's situation to be paramount. One might imagine that texts written by women, of which I know none, would express women's pleasure and independent status. Contrary to this hope, however, is Any's observation that "a woman is asked about her husband, (while) a man is asked about his rank" (Lichtheim 1976:140) . With this clear definition of the women through her husband, any notion of an independent equality of women in ancient Egypt appears to be highly unjustified. 
